
NORMAL WOilIEN of 
child-bearing age release an 
wz in a regular monthly 
cyc.le. That egg remains ca- 
pable of being fertilized for 
only a short time. The fer- 
tile interval is not accur- 
ately known in man, but ob- 

scrrations on other animals 
suggest that it is between 
six and 30 hours. 

These observations arc, of 
COUEX,  the scientific basis 
of the “rhythm method” of 
birth control. The uncertain- 
tics about the exact length 
of ‘time that the unfertilized 
egg remains viable are over- 
shadowed by uncertainties 
and irregularities in the 
longer viability of sperm 
cells. 

Advocates of the method 
therefore warn that the cal- 
culated period of possible 
fertility may be as long as 
ten days. Not surprisingly, 
this method has been less 
than stat,istically perfect in 
its actual application, and 
some women have cycles so 
irregular that they dare not 
rely on it at all. 

THE CHIEF argument for 
the rhythm method is stated 
to be that it minimizes inter- 
ference with the natural 
biological processes of the 
reproductive cycle. My pres- 
ent discussion will focus on 
this issue in view of the 
great attention that is being 
given elsewhere to other as- 
pects of recent Catholic doc- 
trine. 

The classical experimental 

material for studying fertili- 
zation and the development 
of the embryo has been the 
frog’s egg. The female frog 
sheds its eggs so that they 
are fertilized outside the 
body, a process that ob- 
viously lends itself to expe- 
riments that are very diffi- 
cult in mammals. 

As early as 1882, E. Pfluc- 
get- discovered that eggs 
could be “overripe”; that is, 
that eggs that for any rea- 
son were held back. from 
being shed gave off-spring 
with various obvious abnor- 
malities. ProE. Emil \Vitschi, 
working at the State Univcr- 
sity of Iowa, has solidly veri- 
fied t h e s e studies and 
showed further than many 
of the malformed embryos 
from overripe eggs had 
chromosome abnormalities 
which might be analogous 
to Down’s disease in man. 

Studies on mammals are 
much more difficult, hlut 
several workers have re- 
ported similar results with 
experimentally delayed fer- 
tilization in rabbits and 
mice. Most, but not all, of 
the affected embryos failed 
at an early stage of develop- 
ment and would be classi- 
fied as spontaneous abor- 
tions. 

S I lU I L A R IIAZ4RDS 
might obtain for human re 
production, according to re- 
cent speculations in Xature 
magazine by Dr. James Ger- 
man of Cornell Medical Col- 
lege in New York and Dr. J. 

P. U’clrh of Dalhousie Gni- 
versity, Halifax. They argue 
that infrequent or mistimed a 
coitus under the rhythm sys- 
tern will increase the 
chances that an egg will be 
fertilized (if ‘at all) during 
its dying gasp rather than 
during its prime of life 
when it ought naturally to 
be fertilized. 

Many developmental ab- 
normalities m  i g h t then 
ensue. The worst abnormali- 
ties are, of course, those 
that do survive till birth. 
The existing statistics are 
very thin and much more rc- 
search is needed to justify 
either a bland confidence or 
a condemnation of the 
rhythm method on these 
grounds. 

The same theoretical sus- 
picions attach to hormonal 
contraception, the pill, 
which is, however, demon- 
strably safer in preventing 
pregnancies. We even lack 
convincing statistics on the 
absolute safety of mechani- 
cal methods, which are 
u s u a 11 y accompanied by 
sperm-kill ing chemicals. In 
fact, ordinary water is possi- 
bly just as injurious as any 
other material. 

The main point now is 
whether we can call any de- 
liberate action “natural.” 
Nature has its own wisdom, 
but we challenge it in every 
act of human will and intel- 
l igence and sometimes even 
by abstinence. 


